
Obesity has been identifi ed as a major public health 

issue with more than 65 percent of Americans being 

overweight or obese. Rates of obesity have also tripled in 

children since the 1970’s and diseases that were formerly only 

seen in adults, such as non-insulin dependent diabetes, have 

increased in children. Th is has created more acceptance of 

and desire for rapid weight-loss measures such as weight-

loss surgery, also called bariatric surgery. What many people 

are not aware of is that the presence of an eating disorder 

may make bariatric surgery more risky and less likely to be 

successful. 

Binge Eating Disorder

Individuals with BED may also eat until they are too full, they 

may eat more rapidly than normal and eat alone because of 

embarrassment of how much they are eating. Th ey may also 

have feelings of disgust, guilt or depression that come about 

after they binge eat. 

Anorexia and bulimia are more publicized, but BED is actually 

more common than either of these. Another diff erence is that 

while anorexia and bulimia overwhelmingly aff ect women 

and girls, 40 percent of those with BED are male. BED tends 

to run in families just as obesity does and it’s also associated 
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Binge eating disorder (BED) is the 
eating disorder most commonly 
associated with obesity. Approximately 
one in three individuals who go to any 
weight-loss program actually have BED. 
They may experience repeated episodes 
of eating large quantities of food in one 
sitting or in a two-hour period. They 
may also feel unable to stop themselves 
when they binge eat.



with more likelihood of depression, bipolar depression and 

substance abuse both in the person with BED and in their 

family members. 

Th ose with BED are more likely to be overweight or obese 

and to seek bariatric surgery. Individuals with BED who 

have bariatric surgery may put themselves at risk for the 

development of complications after surgery if they are unable 

to stop binge eating.

Bariatric Surgery and Eating Disorders

Bariatric surgery is recommended only for those who are 

morbidly obese defi ned as a body mass index (BMI) of more 

than 40 or a BMI of 35 along with health problems such as 

diabetes or heart disease. Research has shown weight-loss 

surgery to be more eff ective for weight-loss than conventional 

methods in those who are morbidly obese. While weight-

loss surgery does promote weight-loss, surgery also carries 

risks and it’s important to know these possible risks and 

complications before proceeding. 

Nutritional Changes with Bariatric Surgery

Nutritional changes after bariatric surgery may contribute to 

the development of depression, destructive eating behaviors 

and body image issues. Changes from weight-loss surgery 

cause diffi  culty in absorbing vitamins and minerals and can 

lead to defi ciencies in iron, calcium, several B-vitamins, 

vitamin D and other vitamins and minerals. Th e surgery can 

also aff ect the ability to absorb protein and cause lactose 

intolerance. Diffi  culty absorbing protein can aff ect mood and 

behavior because the amino acids found in protein are what 

the body uses to make the “feel good” chemicals in our brains 

– serotonin, dopamine and epinephrine. 

One research study found that giving people who have been 

on a liquid fasting diet (that also causes some malnutrition) 

a supplement with amino acids decreased binge eating by 

66 percent and reduced food cravings by 70 percent. When 

compared to a group who were not taking the supplements, 

they regained only 14 percent of their lost weight compared 

with 41 percent. Given that up to two-thirds of those who 

have weight-loss surgery do not take the prescribed vitamins 

and minerals, malnutrition is a very real concern and can be 

worsened by excessive alcohol or drug use. 

Cross Addiction and Weight-loss Surgery

Beyond the complications and risks associated with surgery 

is the issue that has increasingly been coming to light – cross 

addiction. Cross addiction is loosely defi ned as exchanging 

one drug of abuse (such as food) for another (for example, 

alcohol). Many individuals who undergo weight-loss surgery 

develop disordered eating and other addictions, including 

gambling, drinking, smoking, drug use and may be more 

prone to shopping or sexual addiction after surgery. 

Th ere are more than 140,000 weight-loss surgeries performed 

every year and it is estimated that from 5 to 30 percent 

develop another addiction. Th is makes perfect sense when 

you think of the purpose that food serves. If an individual is 

using food for comfort, to hold down their emotions or to 

cope with stress or traumatic experiences, they will be left 

with no coping mechanism when they can no longer use food 

in this way. 

Another factor that may contribute to the development of a 

cross-addiction is a history of childhood trauma or neglect. 

Often being overweight or obese can serve as a safety factor 

for a person who has this history. Being obese may make them 

feel less attractive to the opposite sex and therefore safe from 

any unwanted overtures or perceived threats to their safety. 

Obese people who quickly become thin through surgery may 

fi nd themselves feeling very vulnerable. Both women and men 

may fi nd that they feel uncomfortable with the changes in 

their bodies after surgery. Th ose individuals who have loose 

skin folds or scars may feel unattractive and feel that surgery 

did not accomplish their goals of becoming more accepted 

socially.

The following questions may be of help in identifying whether or not you are at risk for 
cross addiction:

1. Do you overeat to help deal with emotions that you are uncomfortable with?
2. Do you use food to give you comfort?
3. Do you have a family history of drug or alcohol addiction?
4. If you think about having to change what you eat and how much you eat, do you feel sad, lonely or afraid?
5. Have you ever felt that food is your best friend?
6. Do you have a history of trauma, abuse or neglect?

If you answered yes to one or more of these questions, you should consider addressing your relationship with food before you 
consider weight-loss surgery. It is important to realize that your relationship with food has developed to serve some need. Even if 
you feel ready to lose weight and are very motivated to do so, you should make sure that the need food has served is being met in 
some other way. 



As more weight-loss surgeries are performed, the issue of 

cross-addiction has become more of a problem. Just as an 

alcoholic may think that they can safely use marijuana in 

place of alcohol once they get sober, a person with BED 

or compulsive overeating may substitute alcohol for food 

without recognizing that this behavior can lead to a full blown 

addiction to another substance besides food. 

Th e development of a cross addiction can occur with any of 

the weight-loss surgery procedures including laparoscopic 

adjustable gastric banding, gastric sleeve and gastric 

bypass surgeries. To avoid this problem, it is important that 

individuals considering surgery explore the possibility that 

they may be at risk for cross-addiction. 

If you use food to cope with stress, for example, what are the 

coping strategies you are using in the place of food? If you 

have not practiced these coping skills, you should practice 

them regularly for some time before having surgery. If food 

is your comfort, how will you comfort yourself after surgery? 

Finding other ways to soothe yourself when you are anxious 

or angry, for example, should be in place before surgery. 

Conclusion

Having surgery without addressing the emotional attachment 

you may have to food or the important purpose food has 

served in your life could lead to cross-addiction. 

Honor your past. If you’ve used food for comfort or safety, 

recognize that perhaps that was the only way you knew at the 

time to get comfort or feel safe. Don’t beat yourself up about 

this. You are a diff erent person now than you were when 

you started using food in this way. You may have been much 

younger when your disordered eating began. Affi  rm that you 

are committed to full and complete healing and if you choose 

to pursue weight-loss surgery, do so with the awareness of 

what you need to do to avoid cross-addiction. 
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Suggestions for 
helping you prepare yourself for surgery

• If you have a history of trauma, abuse or 
neglect, make an appointment to see a 
therapist to begin working on these issues. You 
don’t have to wait years to heal. The healing 
process begins with your commitment and 
awareness that you need help.

• Keep a one week journal of stressful times and 
list next to each one what you did to deal with 
the stress. Notice how many times you turned 
to or wanted to turn to food to help you.

• Keep a one-week emotional diary where you 
list times each day when you felt upset, angry, 
afraid, sad, guilty or shameful. Then list next 
to each how you dealt with the feelings. Again, 
notice if you wanted to or did turn to food to 
help you through a tough time.

• Make a list of your comfort foods and see if 
you can go for two weeks without eating any 
of them. Keep a journal about how you feel 
when you turn down the cupcakes or cookies 
at work, for example.
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The Obesity Action Coalition (OAC) is a National non-profit organization dedicated 
to giving a voice to individuals affected by obesity and helping them 
along their journey toward better health. Our core focuses are to 
elevate the conversation of weight and its impact on 
health, improve access to obesity care, provide 
science-based education on obesity and its 
treatments, and fight to eliminate weight 
bias and discrimination.

ABOUT THE OBESITY 
ACTION COALITION (OAC)

JOIN TODAY:  GO TO OBESITYACTION.ORG/JOIN
info@obesityaction.org 

(800) 717-3117 | (813) 872-7835 | Fax: (813) 873-7838
@ObesityActionCoalition
@ObesityAction

The OAC knows that the journey with weight can be challenging 
but we also know that great things happen when we learn, 
connect and engage. That is why the OAC Community exists. 
Our Community is designed to provide quality education, ongoing 
support programs, an opportunity to connect, and a place to take 
action on important issues. 


